• Library and Archives Canada (Soldiers of the First World War -CEF; and Maps, Plans and Charts of Canada) • Natural Resources Canada (CanTopo, Canada, new generation of topographic maps; and CanVec, Canada, digital cartographic reference product) • Statistics Canada (Consumer Price Index, by province, monthly; and Gross domestic product at basic prices, by industry, monthly) • Transport Canada (Civil Aircraft Register Database) • Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat (Access to Information and Privacy Statistics)."
Health Canada has long faced criticism for the systemic secrecy in which it shrouds data, says Bill Jeffery, national coordinator of the Centre for Science in the Public Interest. "I've frequently heard it quipped that the department is more secretive than CSIS."
The department has also recently come under fire from health experts and open government policy wonks for keeping the data that informs its decision-making processes under wraps in the name of protecting industry interests (www.cmaj.ca/cgi/doi/10.1503/cmaj.109-3837).
South of the border, industry resistance to greater transparency around health information, while "understandable," was not insurmountable to the release of thousands of community health datasets, says Dr. Patrick Conway, former chief medical officer in the policy division at the Office of the Secretary at the Department of Health and Human Services. The US is among a number of nations, including Great Britain, Australia, Indian and Brazil, which have aggressively proceeded with open government and open access policies.
In unveiling their plans, Canadian officials said that "all departments and agencies subject to the Access to Information Act will be expected to move toward proactively posting summaries of completed access to information requests." But Treasury Board President Stockwell Day fell short of setting clear timelines for that change, or establishing requirements for any further disclosures to be made by participating departments (http://open.gc.ca/media/0318-eng.asp).
Such summaries are "cold comfort" in light of the fact that they are provided for information requests that get denied, and greater transparency in summary format falls well short of posting the data itself, says Jeffery. "It's not a panacea and it shouldn't relieve the government from acting in the public interest."
In comparison, the launch of the US Open Government Initiative was accompanied by detailed and specific requirements and deadlines for all federal departments and agencies to meet with regards to posting government information online, and included a requirement that the data be made available in open formats (www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/assets/memoranda_2010/m10-06.pdf).
While most of the information currently posted on Canada's new open data portal is machine-readable, some maps and older data are posted as PDF documents or images. Users must also agree to a license in order to access the portal. That license contains restrictions on an individual or organization's ability to "disassemble, decompile … [or] reverse engineer the data made available." No such clauses are found in open government licenses required by other nations. -Lauren Vogel, CMAJ
